SERMONS 


FROM      RIVERSIDE 


"OPEN  FOR  BUSINESS  DURING  ALTERATIONS" 


Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell 


October  26,   1969 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermonopenforbusOOcamp 


THE  RIVERSIDE  CHURCH 
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October  26,    1969 

A  SERMON 

Dr.,  Ernest  T.  Campbell 


"OPEN  FOR  BUSINESS  DURING  ALTERATIONS" 


"Open  for  business  during  alterations."  We've  all 
seen  signs  like  that  dozens  of  times  right  here  in  New 
York  City*   Such  notices  are  usually  posted  on  make- 
shift walls  or  windows  of  premises  undergoing  renova- 
tion -  a  department  store,  a  hotel  lobby,  a  bank.  The 
announcement  has  an  element  of  the  heroic  in  it.  For 
behind  it  is  the  determination  of  management  to  contin- 
ue to  serve  their  customers  despite  such  handicaps  as 
dirt,  noise,  falling  plaster,  fresh  paint,  temporary 
aisles  and  general  confusion. 

It  would  be  hard  to  imagine  a  more  convincing  illus- 
tration of  this  determination  to  function  while  rebuild- 
ing than  the  case  of  the  Pennsylvania  Railroad  Station , 
During  the  years  when  the  station  itself  was  being  re- 
modeled and  the  new  Madison  Square  Garden  constructed 
above,  trains  continued  to  arrive  and  depart  the  termi- 
nal. 

*  *  *  #■  ■* 

It  is  some  such  heroism  that  we  are  being  called 
upon  to  practice  as  a  church.  We  didn't  volunteer  for 
the  challenge,  but  history  has  destined  us  to  meet  in 
the  life  of  The  Riverside  Church  at  a  time  when  society 
is  undergoing  drastic  alterations.  The  sound  of  the 
bulldozer  drones  through  the  land  as  one  familiar  tra- 
dition after  another  falls.  The  staccato  vibration  of 


the  air  hammer  pierces  our  ears  as  hard  surfaces  are 
broken  down  and  fresh  foundations  laid.  Nails  are 
driven  into  wood  and  sawdust  flies  as  institutions 
scramble  to  make  ready  for  the  new  that  is  aborning. 
Some  thru-roads  have  become  dead-ends,  and  tiny  lanes 
once  shunted  are  being  widened  for  four-lane  traffic. 
And  here  we  are'.   Brought  to  the  kingdom  for  such  a 
time  as  this!  Karl  Jaspers  has  noted  that  "The  mighty 
breakthrough  of  the  new  is  bound  at  first  to  fail 
against  the  staying  power  and  coherence  of  the  old  way 
of  life  not  yet  exhausted.  Transition  is  the  zone  of 
tragedy. "  1 

What  are  the  options  open  to  us  as  a  church  in 
such  a  time?  Well,  we  could  pretend  not  to  notice. 
We  could  sound-proof  our  walls,  draw  down  the  blinds 
and  provide  asylum  here  for  those  who  lack  the  courage 
to  face  reality.   I  understood  that  woman  in  an  earlier 
parish  who  stormed  out  of  church  angrily  and  muttered 
as  she  flew  by,  "I  didn't  come  to  church  to  be  dis- 
turbed.  I  came  in  quest  of  comfort."  Harry  Golden 
tells  of  a  chair  that  gave  him  a  problem  in  his  home. 
He  said,  "I  remember  an  easy  chair  I  hated.   It  was  new 
and  it  had  usurped  an  older,  more  comfortable  chair. 
I  learned  to  live  around  that  chair.   I  never  sat  in 
it,  I  never  commented  about  how  ugly  I  thought  it,  how 
it  partially  blocked  passage  from  the  living  room  to 
the  kitchen  and  hall.  That  chair  was  there."  2 

There  are  always  some  within  the  Christian  Church 
who  would  prefer  to  "live  around"  the  alterations  and 
pretend  that  they  weren't  going  on.  Those  at  Riverside 
who  want  to  learn  how  to  live  around  the  revolution 
will  have  to  get  another  teacher. 

Another  option.  We  could  notice  the  alterations 
going  on  in  our  society  but  insist  that  the  provocative 
unrest  of  history  is  really  not  the  business  of  the 
church.  That  is,  we  could  interpret  the  mission  of 
the  church  in  exclusively  spiritual  terms. 
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I  was  speaking  last  week  in  the  South  at  a  rather 
well-known  institution,  trying  to  suggest  that  the  gap 
that  must  be  closed  in  our  society  as  soon  as  possible 
is  the  gap  between  the  love  that  Christians  profess  and 
the  justice  they  are  able  to  achieve .  A  man  who  was 
obviously  threatened  by  this  plea  for  public  relevance 
arose  and  indignantly  asked^  "Don't  you  believe  that 
man  has  a  soul,  and  don't  you  believe  in  the  reality 
of  the  life  to  come?"  I  believe  that  man  has  a  soul 
but  I  have  never  seen  a  soul.  All  I  have  seen  is  peo- 
ple in  the  concreteness  of  their  flesh.  As  for  the 
life  to  come?  however  precious  that  hope  may  "be,  it 
still  remains  that  this  temporal  sphere  is  the  only  one 
we  have  in  which  to  give  expression  to  our  faith .  Jesus,, 
with  the  heat  and  focus  of  a  tensor  lamp,,  concentrated 
our  attention  on  the  here  and  now  -  on  people  who  are  a 
mix  of  body,  mind  and  soul.   He  said  that  when  they 
were  hungry  we  should  feed  them.  When  they  were  thirsty 
we  should  give  them  drink .  When  they  were  naked  we 
should  clothe  them.  When  they  were  sick  we  should  tend 
them.  When  they  were  strangers  we  should  receive  them. 
And  when  they  were  imprisoned  we  should  go  to  them. 

(Mat.  25:^2-43) 

Psychiatrists  have  a  way  of  talking  among  them- 
selves about  what  they  call  the  "presenting  complaint." 
This  is  the  complaint  that  the  patient  or  counselee 
gives  as  he  tries  to  tell  what  is  troubling  him.   I 
suspect  that  in  the  Christian  church  in  this  country 
the  "presenting  complaint,"  that  the  church  ought  to 
stick  to  a  "spiritual"  theology  and  attend  to  the  needs 
of  the  inner  man,  is  not  really  the  root  of  the  matter. 
That  is  what  we  say  we  are  concerned  about.   But  we  are 
actually  concerned  that  the  church  just  might  get  seri- 
ous about  the  exertion  of  its  influence  on  behalf  of 
the  weak  and  the  have-nots. 

One  of  the  attractions  of  the  newer  suburbs  is 
that  power  lines  are  hidden  and  kept  out  of  sight.  The 
social,  political  and  economic  power  lines  in  America 
have  been  hidden  for  a  long  time.  One  of  the  startling 
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and  exciting  facts  of  our  time  is  the  sight  of  the 
church  bestirring  itself  to  insist  that  those  power 
lines  be  brought  out  into  the  light  of  day.  Correction 
and  redress  are  long  overdue. 

One  option  is  tc  pretend  that  the  alterations 
aren't  going  on.  A  second  option  is  to  acknowledge 
that  they  are  going  on  but  to  insist  that  they  are  not 
the  rightful  province  of  the  church .   But  there  is  a 
third  option.  We  could  notice  the  alterations  and  ask 
ourselves  what  Christ,  who  is  Lord  of  the  church  and 
Lord  of  the  world ,  wi  she  s  to  achieve  through  us  in 
this  situation.  This  is  where  I  stand. 

As  we  search  this  question  honestly  we  will  find 
that  we  must  continue  to  do  much  of  what  we  have  been 
doing.   Our  generation  tends  to  exaggerate  the  impor- 
tance of  its  novelties.  We  must  beware  the  "one-cause 
man"  who  wants  the  church  to  drop  everything  else  and 
shape  its  life  around  his  passion.  There  are  "pastoral" 
needs  that  people  have  in  every  generation  whatever 
the  prevailing  culture  or  social  structures.   We  should 
bear  in  mind  as  we  think  about  our  pledge  that  this 
church  continues  to  do  things  day  by  day  that  are  vital 
to  our  life  and  the  life  of  the  world  around  us.   Chil- 
dren by  the  hundreds  are  still  being  introduced  to  the 
world  of  God  and  the  word  of  God.   The  sick  continue 
to  be  visited.   The  troubled  continue  to  be  counselled. 
And  opportunities  for  study,  worship  and  service  are 
scheduled,  here  week  following  week.  When  Daniel  dis- 
covered that  King  Darius  had  issued  a  decree  forbidding 
prayer  to  Yahweh  we  are  told  that   "He  went  into  his 
house;  and  his  windows  being  open  in  his  chamber  toward 
Jerusalem,  he  kneeled  upon  his  knees,  three  times  a 
day  -  and  prayed  as_  he  had  done  before . "  There  are 
many  things  in  the  life  of  this  church  that  we  must 
continue  to  do  as  we  have  done  before  I 

At  the  same  time,  in  asking  what  it  is  that  the 
Lord  of  the  church  and  the  Lord  of  history  is  trying 
to  achieve  through  us  in  this  situation,  we  must  be 
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open  to  new  ways  of  penetrating  history.  The  judgment 
of  God  is  upon  our  nation  now  because  of  the  disparity 
in  fortune  between  the  haves  and  have-nots.  The  whole 
issue  of  law  and  order  must  surely  be  seen  within  this 
larger  framework.   Hanns  Sachs  speaks  to  this  when  he 
says,,  "In  times  of  transition  and  social  uncertainty, 
the  close  relationship  between  crime  and  reform  becomes 
manifest.  Anti-social  acts  point  to  the  vulnerable 
spots  in  the  existing  order  and  arouse  the  conscience 
of  those  who  feel  responsible  for  the  suppression  of 
abuses.   In  this  indirect,  but  efficient,  way  crime 
causes  the  abrogation  of  obsolete  laws,  draws  general 
attention  to  the  evils  bred  by  oppression  and  reckless 
exploitation.   It  exposes  the  social  lies  and  conven- 
tional fictions  in  a  more  convincing  manner  than  the 
theoretical  reformer  could  do  with  all  his  eloquence. 
When  an  old  system  is  worn  thin,  crime  is  the  first 
to  demonstrate  that  its  authority  is  a  pretense,  and 
that  the  strength  has  gone  out  of  it.11  3, 

Admittedly  this  is  an  exceedingly  difficult  as- 
signment.  I  noticed  one  day  out  at  JFK  Airport,  where 
one  of  the  airlines  was  enlarging  its  facilities,  a 
sign  nailed  to  a  wooden  fence  that  said  "Compulsory 
Hard-hat  Area  Beyond  This  Point."  Any  church  that  de- 
sires to  gain  a  more  significant  penetration  into  the 
public  sector  would  be  well-advised  to  be  fore-warned 
that  this  is  a  compulsory  hard-hat  area. 

It  is  becoming  clear  that  the  traditional  pattern, 
whereby  a  church  doled  out  gifts  to  selected  projects 
designed  to  help  the  needy,  is  out.  What  people  long 
deprived  demand  and  deserve  is  self-determination. 

This  doesn't  mean  that  we  throw  our  hands  up  in 
panic  and  say  "What  under  heaven  shall  we  do?"  It 
doesn't  mean  that  we  wrap  a  hundred  thousand  dollars 
up  in  a  brown  bag  and  drop  it  by  a  fire -hydrant  some- 
where on  Lenox  Avenue .  A  friend  of  mine  noted  with  a 
smile  that  at  a  swimming  pool  most  of  the  splashing 
and  shouting  goes  on  at  the  shallow  end.  We  are  not 
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to  be  taken  captive  by  the  loude st  voice  or  the  latest 
voice .   But  we  are  to  be  concerned  about  how  we  can 
share  what  we  have  in  such  a  way  that  people  whose 
destiny  has  been  in  the  hands  of  others  may  secure  the 
right  of  self-determination , 

When  a  church  begins  to  move  in  this  direction 
hostilities  will  naturally  come  to  the  fore,   I  got  a 
free  session  with  a  psychiatrist  the  other  day  on,  of 
all  places,  a  Perm-Central  train  coming  from  Philadel- 
phia to  New  York.  Right  off  the  top  of  his  mind  he 
gave  me  a  definition  of  "hostility."  (I  hope  he  didn't 
sense  that  I  was  hostile.)   He  said,  "Hostility  comes 
from  trying  to  extort  evidence  from  the  environment  to 
validate  a  social  prediction  that  went  wrong*"  We?ve 
all  been  stuck  with  wrong  predictions*  To  bail  out  we 
try  to  marshal  and  maneuver  the  evidence  and  resist 
people  who  do  not  see  it  our  way. 

But,  my  friends,  one  thing  we  lose  when  we  join  a 
church  is  the  right  to  have  our  way.   If  we  don't  get 
our  way  at  home  all  the  time  why  should  we  expect  to 
get  it  in  the  church?  I've  got  news  for  you.  In  this 
church,  so  deeply  steeped  in  the  Baptist  tradition, 
even  the  preacher  doesn't  get  his  way',  This  is  to  the 
good,  for  there  isn't  a  one  of  us  wise  enough  or  right- 
eous enough  to  deserve  to  have  his  way  every  time.   Our 
commitment  to  this  church  will  undergo  its  severest 
test  at  the  points  where  we  cannot  prevail.   Some  of 
us  will  be  tempted  to  play  "Junior  Church"  by  cutting 
or  withdrawing  our  pledge . 

A  friend  of  mine  in  Nashville,  a  pastor  with  un- 
usually prophetic  gifts,  said  recently  in  a  Newsletter 
to  his  congregation,  "Odd  that  church  benevolences 
should  be  a  controversial  subject.  What  could  a  Church 
do  that  would  be  so  wrong,  so  plainly  evil,  that  a  per- 
son could  not  support  what  the  Church  would  be  doing? 
And  if  one  belongs  to  a  Church  that  is  doing  something 
so  wrong,  so  plainly  evil  and  bad,  that  a  person's 
conscience  is  traduced  by  being  a  member,  should  he 
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not  for  the  sake  of  his  conscience  seek  to  be  not  a 
member?  And  isn't  it  possible  that  in  the  communion 
of  the  saint s,  with  not  one  saint  or  group  of  saints 
being  perfect,  a  person  might  believe  that  an  opinion 
different  from  his  own  might  therefore  be  right  and 
his  own  wrong?  And  if  this  is  possible 9   would  it  not 
be  a  matter  of  great  peace  to  know  that  one ! s  own  er- 
rors can  be  rectified  by  the  wisdom  of  his  brethren? 
And  if  this  could  be  so,  then  could  not  a  person  give 
to  his  Church's  benevolences  with  a  thankful  heart  that 
he  doesn't  have  to  be  right  all  of  the  time.,  especially 
since  he  isn't  being  asked  to  finance  the  whole  project? 
Could  not  we  gamble  our  contribution  on  the  possibility 
that  things  we  don't  agree  with  might  after  all  be 
right  and  good?"  k 

We  thought  in  America  that  we  were  in  the  Promised 
Land.   But  we  were  premature  in  that  deduction .  We  are 
still  in  the  wilderness  and  the  nation  in  which  we  live 
is  as  much  a  field  for  mission  as  any  other  place  in 
the  world «  What  we  have  going  for  us  in  this  compul- 
sory hard-hat  area  is  what  the  Hebrews  had  in  their 
long  hard  march  -  the  pillar  of  cloud  by  day  and  the 
pillar  of  fire  by  night,  God's  moving,  guiding  presence. 

•K-   *   #   #-   ■* 

Here  we  are  on  Commitment  Sunday .  I  cannot  prom- 
ise you,  in  exchange  for  your  pledge,  an  easier  passage 
through  turbulent  seas.  But  I  can  offer  you  something 
more  than  confusion  roughly  organized.  I  can  offer  you 
a  sjhared  agony  guided  to  redemptive  ends  -  a  shared 
agony  guided  to  redemptive  ends.  For  you  to  want  more 
than  this  would  be  as  wrong  as  my  promising  you  more. 

You  may  chalk  this  next  statement  up  to  ministeri- 
al prejudice,  but  I  feel  that  you  should  be  thankful 
that  you  have  a  church  to  which  to  give  e   I  remember 
encouraging  my  family  to  become  more  active  in  the  "YM" 
and  "YW"  in  Ann  Arbor,  They  took  me  up  so  literally 
and  plunged  into  such  a  raft  of  activities  that  when 
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the  bill  came  through  I  was  both  surprised  and  annoyed. 
But  then  it  occurred  to  me  that  rather  than  begrudge 
the  money  I  should  be  thankful  that  there  was  a  "Y"  in 
that  town.   There  are  people  all  across  the  country 
who  would  pay  most  any  price  for  a  place  to  swim.,  a 
chance  to  play  hand-ball,  an  opportunity  to  learn  a 
craft  with  others .   If  we  have  come  here  this  morning 
with  the  feeling  that  this  pledging  business  is  some- 
thing painful  that  we  must  endure,  a  necessary  evil, 
I  am  asking  you  to  take  another  look.   Be  thankful  that 
you  have  a  church  to  which  to  give  I 

I  know  how  easy  some  of  you  laymen  have  it.   I 
worshipped  here  in  mid- September,  sat  up  there  in  the 
second  balcony.   I  got  up  leisurely  around  10:00  o'clock 
that  morning,  picked  up  a  copy  of  the  New  York  Times, 
sauntered  in,  listened  to  an  organ  prelude,  superbly 
presented  because  it  had  been  worked  on  many  hours. 
The  service  began  on  time.  All  the  parts  were  adequate- 
ly prepared.   Everyone  involved  took  seriously  what  he 
was  there  to  say  and  do  and  be.   Here  is  a  church  that 
is  making  a  mighty  effort  to  be  faithful  to  the  old  and 
open  to  the  new.  You  should  be  glad  of  a  church  like 
this  I 

This  church  has  good  connection.   Someone  has  sug- 
gested that  an  ordinary  collection  plate  has  become  an 
instrument  by  which  the  contributor  as  he  sits  in  the 
pew  can  touch  every  continent  and  do  a  job  for  Christ 
where  his  own  footsteps  can  never  tread.   This  is  re- 
markably true  of  Riverside  Church. 

I  was  talking  the  other  day  with  Bill  Webber  who 
for  years  gave  direction  to  the  East  Harlem  Protestant 
Parish.   The  noted  churchman  said  that  even  though  the 
East  Harlem  Protestant  Parish  was  financed  by  a  variety 
of  institutions  and  churches,  The  Riverside  Church  was 
the  only  participating  sponsor  that  went  to  the  trouble 
of  finding  out  how  the  money  was  spent.   Dr.  Webber 
grew  accustomed  to  receiving  visitors  from  Riverside 
who  wanted  a  better  knowledge  of  what  was  going  on. 
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What  about  the  pledge  itself?  I'm  not  very  good 
at  this,  hut  I  would  dare  to  suggest  that  the  important 
question,  the  first  question,  is  not  "How  much  am  I  go- 
ing to  give?"  but  "How  am  I  going  to  determine  what  I 
am  going  to  give?"  Do  we  fall  into  a  pattern  and  just 
do  each  year  what  we  did  the  year  before?  I  believe  in 
the  tithing  principle.  The  Hebrews  responded  to  God's 
faithfulness  by  marking  out  ten  percent  for  Him,  While 
I  do  not  hold  that  in  the  New  Testament  dispensation  we 
are  under  some  legal  edict  about  the  tithe,  I  gather 
from  what  St.  Paul  said  that  we  are  to  give  in  propor- 
tion to  how  God  has  prospered  us.   (I  Cor*  l6:2) 

There  is  no  way  under  heaven  that  we  can  think 
proportionately  without  thinking  of  a  fixed  percent* 
I  recommend  that  we  think  about  the  tithe  and  that  we 
mark  three-quarters  of  the  tithe  for  the  church  and 
one -quarter  for  other  concerns  that  are  close  to  our 
hearts.  I  say  this  because  the  church  depends  almost 
exclusively  on  its  members  while  other  causes  in  which 
we  are  involved  draw  from  a  much  wider  base.  If  we 
will  think  seriously  about  a  fixed  percent  and  give  it 
first,  we  will  have  the  satisfaction  of  knowing  that 
we  are  dealing  with  God  off  the  top  of  our  income ,  not 
the  middle  or  the  bottom. 

There  are  many  in  this  congregation  who  cannot 
give  even  five  percent.  They  are  on  fixed  incomes  and 
wrestle  continuously  with  shrinking  dollars.  We  thank 
them  for  what  they  are  doing.  But  there  is  something 
tragically  wrong  when  the  treasurers  office  reports 
that  last  year  there  were  only  36  pledges  for  more  than 
a  thousand  dollars  a  year.  Many  of  us  are  in  a  posi- 
tion to  improve  that  figure,  and  we  should. 

Let  us  remember  as  we  near  the  pledging  moment 
that  we  are  not  initiating  when  we  pledge,  We  are  re- 
sponding to  what  God  has  done  for  us  in  Jesus  Christ. 
I've  always  resisted  those  clever  lines  that  some 
churches  like  to  place  in  their  bulletin  boards  out 
front.  They  smack  of  gimmickry  and  seem  unworthy  of 


-  9  - 


the  church.   But  one  caught  my  eye  a  while  ago  and 
found  a  place  in  my  notebook.   It  said:  "If  you  were 
on  trial  for  "being  a  Christian  would  they  have  enough 
evidence  to  convict  you?"  To  prove  commitment  we  would 
need  more  convincing  evidence  than  words  and  songs. 
Would  our  check  stubs  bear  testimony  to  how  much  we 
cared?  Isn't  it  time  they  did? 

The  Riverside  Church  is  open  for  business  during 
alterations.   It  is  our  Father's  business,  and  we  will 
be  able  to  keep  at  it  only  insofar  as  we  all  dig  in. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

0  God,  if  not  us  -  who? 
If  not  here  -  where? 
If  not  now  -  when? 


Make  us  a  match  for  our  day, 
Which  is  after  all,  Thy  day 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord, 

Amen. 


FOOTNOTES: 
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